The textures are so subtle and so delicate in their shimmering materiality that even today you have to force yourself not to reach out and touch the fine feathers that make up Mexican feather mosaics. This very wish-abruptly prevented by the glass display cases used in museum presentation-is documented in early modern sources describing the amazement that preHispanic and colonial featherwork aroused in Europe. In 1599, for instance, Ulisse Aldrovandi reported that Pope Sixtus V wanted to touch a feather mosaic depicting St. Francis of Assisi in order to convince himself that it was really made of feathers, rather than painted.1
This very aesthetic attractiveness of the feathers, plus the fact that feather mosaics were previously unknown in Europe, rapidly led to featherwork becoming a symbol of the 'New World' .3 In the early modern era this was reflected in, among other things, the use of feather ornaments in personifications of America. However, studies have shown that this is based on a misconception. It is now thought that the figure of America [ Fig. 10 Engraving, 19.8 × 22.1 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksprentenkabinet, Rijksmuseum (inv. no. RP-P-1938 -1491 . Image © Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
